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In 1976, enrollment in agricultural education secondary school programs nationally was at an all-time high of over 697,000 students, with an FFA membership of over 509,000. However, in the past 12 years, agricultural education enrollment has dropped 27% nationally to 506,000 with a proportional decrease in FFA membership (National FFA Organization, 1989) . This drop in enrollment, about 1 to 3% annually, has led to teacher reductions in multiple teacher departments and, in some instances, complete elimination of agricultural education programs (Norris & Townsend, 1987) . This decline in enrollment is considerably greater than the 20% decrease in secondary enrollment for the same time period (US Bureau of the Census, 1989). Knight (1987) identified several key factors that contributed to declining enrollment. First, is the strong emphasis on production agriculture within programs. Although less than 3% of the workforce is directly involved in production agriculture, the majority of agricultural education curricula have not changed to meet employment needs in agricultural related sectors of the economy. Second, increased academic requirements often compete with the scheduling of vocational courses. Third, is the perception that success in life is associated with the acquisition of a college degree, and vocational courses are for the "less able" or "less academically talented" students. This bias against vocational education devalues a sound vocational orientation and may deter students from enrolling. Finally, many agriculture programs are stereotyped as being comprised of primarily white male students from farms.
Beyond the overall declining enrollment in agricultural education and the FFA, another problem is evident. A nationwide pattern in existence since 1959 suggested that only 75-79% of agricultural education students join the FFA. Lass (1989) cited the most frequent response of Louisiana agricultural education students for not joining the FFA as not having the time; and the most frequently cited reason for joining the FFA as the opportunity to learn leadership skills. Before the decision to join the FFA can be further investigated it is critical to first assess the factors that motivate a student to enroll in agricultural education. Attitudes toward groups are often formed on the basis of information and evaluation which are transmitted by secondary or even further removed sources. The reputation of a group plays an important role in determining the support it gets from other groups or individuals. The prestige of a group may be viewed as that part of a group's reputation which reflects its social visibility and ability to influence others. An organization's image and reputation have direct influence upon an individual's interest in becoming a member of that group (Willerman & Swanson, 1953) . Bradford (1985) found that image, defined as curriculum and female stereotype, was a significant factor in a student's decision to enroll in home economics.
Does agricultural education have an image problem, and/or are youth not identifying with the FFA? The Committee on Agricultural Education in Secondary Schools (1988) concluded that agricultural education and the FFA are viewed as a white male farm youth organizations. Nineteen years ago, Welton (1971) recommended that the FFA launch an intensive nationwide effort to change the image of the FFA from a youth organization primarily for farm youth to one with appeal for all students with career aspirations in agriculture. This recommendation was not officially implemented until the National FFA Convention of 1989.
Purpose and Objectives
If students are to select agricultural education programs and join the FFA, there is a need to know what factors motivate enrollment. This study identified factors that influenced a student's decision to enroll in agricultural education and the FFA. To accomplish the purpose of this study, the following objectives were formulated:
1. Identify and describe the sociodemographic characteristics of 8th and 11th grade students currently enrolled, anticipating enrollment, or not enrolled in agricultural education.
2. Identify participation and enrollment factors that impact on a student's decision to enroll in agricultural education and join the FFA. B e c a u s e o f Sample: This study was conducted using a modified descriptive survey research design. funding limitations, a purposive sampling technique was used to assure geographic and demographic representation of FFA population patterns within the continental United States. The following 12 states were chosen to participate in the study: California, Connecticut, Florida, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Louisiana, Nebraska, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Virginia. A teacher educator in each state agreed to identify three programs geographically distributed across the state recognized as "good" agricultural education programs. This process was used to control any moderating variables that may otherwise influence a student's perception about agricultural education, e.g., less than average programs or programs that are not visible or active.
All three agriculture teachers from each of the schools selected in the 12 states were asked to identify students to participate in the study. In each state, 15 eleventh grade students enrolled in agricultural education, 15 eleventh grade students with an identified interest in agriculture but not currently enrolled in agricultural education, and 15 eighth grade students who would be good candidates for ninth grade agriculture completed self-administered questionnaires; 540 useable questionnaires were returned for a 100% response rate.
Instrumentation/Analvsis of Data: Based on a review of literature, three instruments were developed by the researchers to collect data. The instruments collected sociodemographic data and occupational and educational goals for each student. In addition, students responded to a series of statements concerning their decision to enroll in agricultural education and their perception of agricultural education and the FFA. These key statements differed for each group participating. Pilot testing yielded Cronbach's alpha levels ranging from .71 to .99.
Teacher educators in the 12 states selected a graduate student who traveled to the participating schools and collected data. To establish a uniform data collection process, each graduate student was sent a packet of materials containing standard instructions and data collection instruments. The data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics.
Sociodemographic data for the 540 students who participated in the study were summarized. The results are presented using grade level and enrollment decision (enroll or not enroll) as the primary grouping factors for the students. The data were analyzed using chi-square tests for independence. Data in Table 1 indicate that eighth grade students who plan to enroll in agricultural education in ninth grade are more likely to be white and male. One-fourth of these students currently live on farms. These potential enrollees have a lower academic average and are more interested in being employed in an agriculturally related career than their nonenrollee peers. Evidence suggests a slight relationship between students' enrollment decision and whether they were involved in a junior high agricultural education program/club. Sociodemographic characteristics inherent to future enrollees are consistent with those of eleventh graders enrolled in agricultural education. These current enrollees are predominantly white and male. One-fourth of current enrollees live on farms with parents more likely to be employed in an agriculturally related occupation. These current enrollees are more interested in being employed in an agricultural career than their nonenrollee peers.
Perceptions concerning agricultural education and the FFA as they relate to enrollment decisions for the 540 students participating in the study were also summarized. The results are presented using grade level and enrollment decision (enroll or not enroll) as the primary grouping factors for the students. The data were analyzed using exploratow factor analysis (Kim, 1975, p. 469) . Three factors were identified that influenced a&dent's perception about agricultural education and the FFA: (1) future value of agricultural education, (2) image of agricultural education, (3) role of significant others and school standards. Table 2 contains factor analysis results for eighth grade students planning to enroll and eleventh grade students currently enrolled in agricultural education. Evidence suggests that eighth graders Winter 1991 who will enroll feel it will help them prepare for the future and a career in agriculture. They indicated that counselors, parents/guardians, agriculture instructors, and friends played an important role in their decision to enroll in agricultural education. In addition, those who will enroll have an objective and positive image about agricultural education. These students like the class content, and feel agricultural education is for both farm and non-farm students and can be helpful to both males and females.
A similar finding was evident for eleventh graders currently enrolled in agricultural education. Eleventh graders who are enrolled feel it will help them prepare for the future and a career in agriculture and that enrolling in agricultural education would make them better citizens, improve their relations with others, and still allow them to meet college entrance requirements. In addition, these students felt that parents/guardians, friends, and guidance counselors played an important role in their enrollment decision. Table 3 contains factor analysis results for eighth grade students not planning to enroll and eleventh grade students not currently enrolled in agricultural education. A different perception is evident from those students not planning on enrolling or not enrolled in agricultural education.
Eighth graders who will not enroll feel that agricultural education would not be of any future value to them and that classes are too production oriented. They felt agricultural education was for young males and people from farms and they did not want to be a part of the FFA. Those eighth graders who will not enroll feel scheduling agricultural education would interfere with high school graduation requirements and conflict with scheduling college preparatory classes. They also indicated that counselors did not suggest agricultural education as a possible course option and friends suggested they not enroll in agricultural education. This perception of future nonenrollees is consistent with perceptions of the eleventh grade nonenrollees.
Eleventh graders not enrolled in agricultural education feel it would not be helpful for them, that agricultural education classes are too production oriented, and they do not want to be in the FFA. These students also indicated that agricultural education classes were for young males and for people
Winter 1991 S The counselor didn't suggest I take Ag Ed .47
My friends suggested not to take Ag Ed .56 from farms. Finally, eleventh grade nonenrollees were not encouraged by their counselor or friends to take agricultural education and felt there was not enough emphasis on emerging technology or agricultural research.
Additional analysis provides a more definitive interpretation of the data. Chi-square tests for independence were used to determine the relationship between selected enrollment factors and enrollment decision. The results are presented using enrollment decision and grade level for the students. Table 4 contains significant chi-square analyses for eighth grade students planning to enroll and eleventh grade students currently enrolled in agricultural education. Evidence suggests that there are several significant relationships among selected enrollment variables for eighth and eleventh grade students who plan to enroll/enrolled in agricultural education programs. Counselors and agricultural teachers were much more influential in determining the enrollment decision of eleventh graders compared to eighth graders.
A significantly higher percentage of eleventh graders felt that enrollment into agricultural education helps improve their relationship with others and that the FFA influenced their enrollment decision. Additionally, significantly more eleventh graders indicated they could meet college entrance requirements and still enroll in agricultural education. Table 5 contains significant chi-square analyses for eighth grade students not planning to enroll and eleventh grade students not currently enrolled in agricultural education. Evidence suggests that a significantly higher percentage of eleventh graders not enrolled felt that there were conflicts in scheduling of classes to meet high school graduation requirements, indicated they had to take other college preparatory classes and felt the FFA was a significant nonenrollment variable. However, a significantly higher percentage of eighth graders noted that counselors did not suggest agricultural education as a course option. Note:
a Numbers vary due to missing cases; '2 < .05; l *E < .01; l **p < .OOl. m This study confirms factors about enrollment trends in secondary agricultural education and the characteristics of the students currently enrolled in our programs. It not only provides the empirical evidence to verify these factors, it clarifies specific barriers to enrollment as perceived by junior and high school students who are not enrolled in agricultural education programs. While the findings cannot be generalized to the entire population, they do highlight some important results.
The typical agricultural education enrollee is more likely to be white and male, with approximately one-fourth of these enrollees currently living on a farm. Enrollees are more interested in agricultural related careers and the parents of those currently enrolled are more likely to be employed in an agriculturally related occupation than those students not enrolled in agricultural education. Students who plan to enroll are more likely to be academically less talented than their respective nonenrolling counterparts and more interested in an agricultural related occupation.
There appears to be a dichotomous but consistent perception about agricultural education and the FFA. Students who are future or current enrollees and future or current nonenrollees tend to be influenced by similar factors. A student's perceptions about agricultural education are formed prior to ninth grade and subsequently influence enrollment decisions when made at the junior high school level.
implications Evidence from this study highlights three major concerns. First, the overriding barrier to enrollment is image, not only of agricultural education and the FFA but of the agricultural profession in general.
In the past enrollment in agricultural education may have been driven by the agrarian nature of the surrounding community. However, demographics are changing; the public is losing awareness about the food and fiber system and is rapidly becoming agriculturally illiterate. "Perception is reality"--if nonenrollees perceive agricultural education and the FFA for males from farms, see no future value in taking agricultural education, and are influenced by significant others not to enroll, that is what influences their enrollment decision.
Second, the perceived future value of agricultural education strongly influences a student's enrollment decision. Agricultural educators need to educate youth about agriculture utilizing a strong organized public relations program before they make this critical enrollment decision.
Finally, this study suggests that perceptions about agricultural education and the FFA remain constant once they are formed. Collectively, these concerns suggest a critical need for creative recruitment efforts and programs that address the needs of all students at different levels. Recruitment efforts need to be directed to a wider audience. Females and minorities need to be recruited into the agricultural programs and efforts made to ensure their success once enrolled.
The study results provide additional support for concerns previously expressed relative to secondary school agricultural education enrollments. We are not reaching a cross-section of the high school population. Approximately one-tenth of the eleventh graders not enrolled expressed an interest in an agricultural career and one-sixth of future nonenrollees expressed an agricultural career interest. There should be some concern that one of every five eighth graders interested in agricultural careers do not plan to enroll in agricultural education. Similar findings by Sutphin and Berkey (1990) reported that 15% of tenth grade students not enrolled in agricultural education plan to pursue a postsecondary education in agriculture. On a more positive note the data indicate that students who enroll have a career objective congruent with the program, a positive image relative to agricultural education and are influenced by peers and adults. Students not enrolling see little, if any, congruence between their goals and that of agricultural education. In fact, they view agricultural education as being for a select few--males from farms.
If agricultural education is to reach a cross-section of all students, images and perceptions will need to be changed. Agriculture represents a diverse food and fiber production, processing and distribution system of a global nature. Yet, very few people perceive agriculture in this larger context. Too many people perceive agriculture to be synonymous with farming. Our mission in agricultural education should include helping people to develop more comprehensive perceptions relative to agriculture. Simultaneously we need to change perceptions of what agricultural education involves. That requires more than cosmetic program changes; a cosmetic change in name alone is simply inadequate. If students, parents, school administrators and the general public are to view agriculture in the more comprehensive arena of a total food and fiber system, local agricultural education programs must make substantive changes in program content and the way we package and deliver agricultural education.
